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2Design Participation as Social Learning 

This paper discusses the challenges 
to knowledge exchange encountered 
in design, including issues of power 
and voice. These are integral to 
understanding design synergies as 
a form of social dialogue conducive 
to mutual learning for design experts 
and stakeholders (Wildemeersch et 
al., 1998). The intention is to prompt 
reflection on our interdependent 
positioning as scholars, professionals, 
students, and community members 
in relation to design, a necessary 
step if we are to understand design 
as “social”.    



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 
 

 

 
  

 
 
 

 
 

 
  

 
  

 
 

 

 3Design Participation as Social Learning 

Introduction 
For many of those who are not designers by training or don’t consider
themselves to be designers, Ezio Manzini’s book title Design, When
Everybody Designs (2015) is seen as an exciting way of opening design
to “non-professionals”. The focus on design as an activity – as opposed
to a professional identity – and as something in principle open to
everybody, suggests more inclusive forms of design practice in everyday
life. Shifting weight to the when, Manzini’s title becomes admittedly
more conditional, i.e. When everybody designs? Or, how and under
what circumstances can everybody design? 

Many design scholars and practitioners have acknowledged that the
stakeholders with and for whom they work are “experts in their own
lives”, capable of articulating their needs and desires. This makes design
a vehicle for dialogue between experiential and scholarly/expert voices,
conducive to mutual learning among its stakeholders and producing
a more democratic mindset in designers. In this light, design is an
inherently social practice, potentially resulting in more empowered
communities and more just social futures (Selin et al., 2015). 

And yet, to revisit my initial question, i.e. “when everybody designs?”,
design exchanges are not straightforward processes but loaded with
as many disciplinary, professional and other perspectives, as the
partners involved. Moreover, they are entangled in power dynamics,
symbolic and cultural understandings of what counts as knowledge.
Therefore, as a first step to address this question, this paper approaches
design participation as a “battlefield of knowledge”1 – in a metaphorical
acknowledgement of its explicit and underlying challenges and
tensions—by means of raising questions regarding issues of agency
and voice, representation and inclusion. Then, it conceptualises these
issues as informed by experiential and social learning theory. Finally,
by way of illustrating the above in practice, it briefly presents a research
collaboration involving design and social science undergraduate
students in a service-learning community engagement project. 



  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

  
 

  

   
 

    
 

   

   
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 4Design Participation as Social Learning 

Situated Knowledges and Voices that Count 
Questions around the effectiveness of community engagement, such
as how it is determined and by whom, reverberate in critiques of the
technocentric contexts within which participation is orchestrated (Wright
& Shore, 2017). In the process of identifying solutions to social problems
that simultaneously address policy imperatives and satisfy institutional
agendas, there is limited space for critical reflection on stakeholder
engagement in the context at hand. Failing to acknowledge all partners’
diverse vantage points, as well as the potentially hierarchical relations
and imbalances in decision making, may normalise deficit-driven
conceptions of the “served” communities and compromise community
stakeholders’ agency, or take it as a given. 

A critical approach to social design questions assumptions around
agency and what counts as “knowledge”; it repositions expert-lay
interactions and roles within situational contexts for participation, or

“relationscapes” (Petrescu, 2012). Rather than being static, the power
associated with knowledge in these relational contexts is diffuse and
contingent on stakeholders’ social and institutional realities; it emerges
as a dynamic performance, unfolding within the interactions of all those
social agents who have a stake in decision making. 

The question to ask, therefore, is not only who holds power but also
how power circulates and how engagement happens, considering the
following critical issues (Masuda, McGee & Garvin, 2008): 

• What are the mechanisms for stakeholders to voice their
perspectives? On what grounds is their legitimacy established?

• How is information presented? Is it merely educational, or does
it offer opportunities for participants to challenge it and discuss
alternatives?

• Is the role of participants prescribed as reactive to ready-made
solutions, or seen as actively shaping the agenda?

• Are participants’ concerns and questions considered part of the
“design problem” or dismissed as outside of consideration?

Acting on issues of representation and inclusion is key if the goal of
design intervention is both to address problems and achieve useful
outputs, as well as enabling the articulation of culturally relevant and
dialogically-born perspectives for change. For social design questions
about stakeholder roles and the legitimacy and authority of their voices
need to be addressed concurrently, with a critical consideration of the
histories of these voices and their genealogy of privilege or repression;
the protocols, methods and language that constitute the process of
participation; the priorities and limitations within the context at hand
and whether these meet the needs, desires, and circumstances of the 
design stakeholders. 



 

  

 
  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 

  
 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

 
  
 
  
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

  
 
 
 
 

 
 

    

5Design Participation as Social Learning 

Experience and Reflection as Components  
of Social Learning Through Design 

The complexity of social and participatory systems has been captured
in theories of experiential learning, particularly John Dewey’s “action-
reflection” theory (Miettinen, 2000) (figure 1). With his theory, the
prominent American philosopher and educational reformer advocated
a communal engagement with social problems through an experimental
approach. For Dewey the most critical moment in collective efforts
for change lies in problematising common ways of thinking about issues
that require change. For interdisciplinary and community-expert
synergies, this requires all parties to move beyond routinised ways of
seeing and doing things (including scientific logics), towards thinking
otherwise in a given social setting. 

What might such a situated “thinking otherwise” involve? Rather than
merely juxtaposing lay or expert experiences and perspectives, Dewey
envisions community problem-solving as the cross-fertilisation of
experiential knowledge and engagement with the problem at hand and
critical reflection, i.e. the joining-up of diverse ways of knowing that
may morph into new knowledge and more effective and inclusive ways
of addressing social problems (Honneth, 1998). People’s diverse and
often conflicting understandings and visions of their preferred futures
thus concentrate on a common focus, i.e. the solution of the problem
and control of the action, with a view to arriving at negotiated yet
actionable outcomes, a process open enough for new ideas and 
concepts to emerge. 

An understanding of knowledge exchanges as
experiential, critical and transformational echoes the
principles underpinning social learning (Reed et al.,
2010). Broadly speaking, social learning is defined
as “learning through participatory systems, such as
groups, networks, organisations and communities,
in conditions which are new, unexpected, uncertain,
conflictual and hard to predict” and develops around
four axes: action, reflection, cooperation, and
communication (Wildemeersch et al., 1998, p.252). 

Social learning thus offers a critical frame for
understanding how learning and change might occur 

through knowledge exchanges in design. Learning of this type would 
occur, for example, through the negotiation of tensions between 
design partners, beyond a consensus-driven synthesis of voices in
the participatory process, which is typically dominated by the more
authoritative perspective of key decision makers (expert designers or
others). Instead, social learning welcomes dialogue as an open social
space “where discussion can take an unforeseen direction” (Sennett,
2012, p.23) potentially expanding the boundaries of participants’ roles,
identities and expectations. 

↑ Figure 1. Dewey’s model  
of reflective thought 
and action, source:  
Miettinen (p.65), 2000 
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Student-Community Engagement and Social 
Learning at Stoa Malakopi 

How can design synergies as social learning apply within the context
of higher education? Here I briefly present an interdisciplinary research
collaboration between graphic design and social science students from
North Carolina State University (NCSU), USA, and the American College
of Thessaloniki (ACT), Greece, as part of their service-learning course
in autumn 20172. This is an exploration of local entrepreneurship in Stoa
Malakopi, a historically important commercial arcade in Thessaloniki,
Greece, built in the late 19th-century (‘stoa’/στοά means arcade in Greek)
(figure 2). The objectives of the project are twofold: (a) to explore the
strategies and goals of the stakeholders for their businesses, along
with their experiences of working in Stoa Malakopi and perspectives
on local development, and; (b) to support community engagement
through the documentation of students’ research and use of design and
visual tools, in order to inform urban planning and municipal decisions
affecting Stoa Malakopi and the surrounding neighbourhood 3. 

Initially, ACT social science students engaged with a historical literature 
review of the development of Thessaloniki beginning in the first half  
of the 20th-century, a time when significant socio-cultural and urban 
changes impacted the cityscape4. The students and course leaders  
implemented semi-structured interviews with 13 Stoa Malakopi 
stakeholders whose businesses include a fashion atelier, a law firm, a 
fashion photography studio, a textile business, a hair salon, a sandwich 
shop, and a pub. These meetings often took the form of walking 
interviews, allowing a narrated photo-documentation of participants’ 
spaces and personal archives.  

Students then collectively discussed the findings, focusing on the 
stakeholders’ own professional trajectories, values, and attitudes within 
the broader cultural practices of the community. They considered  
how “what was” and “what is” in Stoa Malakopi may inform future 
perspectives on “what might be”, envisioning entrepreneurial and  

↑ Figure 2.
Left: Stoa Malakopi, 2017
@ Maria Patsarika 

Right: Stoa Malakopi in the 1950s,
1957 @ Betty Voreopoulou 



 

    

  
 

  

 
  
 

 
  

  
 

 
 

  
  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

7Design Participation as Social Learning 

socio-cultural potentialities. ACT students recorded their reflections
in field notes, a formative exercise in reflexivity that later informed a
summative course component. 

Audiovisual and textual data was shared with the US design students
to create informational posters for each of the participating stakeholders/
businesses. The posters served as a prompt to engage the community
in a discussion around issues in Stoa Malakopi and the wider topic
of urban development. The data analysis, selection of texts, visual
organisation of the posters, and the translation of interviews from Greek
to English (and back to Greek) created opportunities for intercultural
and interdisciplinary dialogue among the students. For example,
how can stakeholder voices be accurately represented in the posters,
given the students’ own diverse cultural backgrounds and layers of
interpretation? (figure 3).

↑ Figure 3. Stakeholder 
posters in the final 
Greek (left) and draft 
English (right), 2017 © 
NCSU & ACT Service 
Learning students 

The iterative process of analysis, with the posters as touchpoints,
also placed community stakeholders as co-researchers. Interviewees
were consulted about their portrayal in the posters prior to finalisation,
which enabled them to critically reflect on their accounts and their
participation in co-creating the research outputs. 

The student-community partnership concluded with a public event
including oral presentations by the students, a video of student-
participant engagement in the stakeholders’ own space, and a two-
month exhibition of the posters (figure 4). These activities generated
lively discussions among the audience: attendees reminisced about
their early experiences of Stoa Malakopi, juxtaposed with the current
conditions of the building and the neighbourhood renewal projects,
and reflected on ways in which existing problems could be collectively
addressed in conjunction with inputs from the municipality (for example,
practical maintenance issues given that Stoa Malakopi is a listed building). 
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→ Figure 4. An ACT student presenting the project
findings in the fashion atelier space offered by
one of the participants, 2017 @ Maria Patsarika 

Overall, stakeholders and students participated together as
placemakers discussing complex problems and sharing their visions
for sustainable development. This was a step towards a more integrative
perspective of “what counts as knowledge”, marking a shift “from what
is done in (or for) the community to how learning is framed, implemented,
and disseminated both with and alongside various community
constituencies” (Watterson et al., 2011, p.8). 

Conclusion 
The research partnership described above enabled the course leaders
and students involved to frame their interactions within the community
as social learning with the following characteristics: 

• Engagement that is situated in participants’ localities and everyday
interactions;

• Development of a practical framework, enabling student immersion
in a real-life field of inquiry as opposed to working with abstract
scenarios and personas;

• Critical and historically-informed research that acknowledges
community partners’ personal and collective genealogies and
trajectories;

• The engagement of local stakeholders as knowledgeable agents
and co-researchers, and;

• The use of design and visual objects to create dialogical contexts
for envisioning sustainable futures.

For social designers and other partners committed to working for social
change and engaging in knowledge exchanges, viewing design as
a social science is a helpful frame. It offers a perspective of design as
a social practice, enabling a dialogical type of engagement among
different bodies of knowledge. Thinking of design as social is an act
of border crossing,5  i.e. crossing disciplinary conventions, expert/lay
binaries and assumptions about the social world, how it is experienced
by others and what forms it might take. 



   

   

   

   

  

 9Design Participation as Social Learning 

Endnotes 
1 To draw on Long, N. & Long, A. (Eds) (1992). Battlefields of Knowledge: The Interlocking of Theory 

and Practice in Social Research and Development. Routledge. 

2 Service-learning is an experiential pedagogy with a dual focus on community-based service and 
structured student reflection and immersion into academic theory and research. 

3 For more information see Patsarika, M. & Townsend, S. (in press). Interdisciplinary service learning 
as a critical knowledge transaction space in university-community engagement. Educational Forum. 

4 For example, the mass arrival of Greek refugees from Asia Minor with the 1922 exchange of 
Greek-Turkish populations. 

5 As articulated by critical theorists, e.g. Giroux, H. (1988). Border pedagogy in the age of postmodernism. 
Journal of Education, 170(3), 162 – 181. 
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The Social Design Institute champions social and sustainable
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do designing, and how researchers understand design, to bring
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The Institute achieves its mission through original research,
translating research through knowledge exchange and informing
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